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LINEAR A AND MINOAN: SOME NEW OLD 
QUESTIONS 


Francesco PERONO CACCIAFOCO 
Nanyang Technological University (NTU), Singapore 
fcacciafoco@ntu.edu.sg 


Introduction: Linear A and the Minoan Language 

The ancient Minoan Civilization of Crete (flourished in the European Bronze 
Age, ca. 2600 BC - ca. 1450 BC) is challenging scholars and glyph-breakers with 
two grammatological mysteries. In order to transcribe their language (or 
languages), Minoan scribes were using two different writing systems. One, the so- 
called Cretan Hieroglyphic script, was developed between around 2100 BC and 
1700 BC. The other one, the Linear A writing system (a possibly syllabic script), 
originated from around 2000 BC (but it could be more ancient, from about 2500 
BC) and was used till at least 1450 BC (cf. Olivier 1986: 377-389). The so-called 
‘Minoan language’, plausibly transcribed through these two writing systems, is an 
unknown language, possibly isolated (but a language isolate is a “language isolate” 
just because scholars have been unable to establish its links to other languages). 
Due to the impossibility to effectively read the two writing systems and to establish 
their phonetics (since they are undeciphered), it cannot even be established if the 
two scripts record the same language or two different (and possibly related to each 
other or, conversely, unrelated) languages. 

Linear A was probably more widespread than Cretan Hieroglyphs and used 
both for bureaucratic and religious purposes. 

Linear A and Linear B (the syllabic writing system partly derived from 
Linear A and used by Mycenaean — Greek — people who invaded Crete in around 
1450 BC) were first discovered on clay tablets by the British Archaeologist Sir 
Arthur John Evans. During excavations in Knossos, Crete, at the beginning of the 
XX century, he found around 3000 clay tablets. He collected them in the first 
volume of the monumental work Scripta Minoa (cf. Evans 1909: passim). “Linear 
A” and “Linear B” were names coined by Evans for the two scripts, due to the 
linear structure of the writing systems appearing on the clay tablets he found. 

The Linear A set of symbols, possibly part of a syllabary, could be 
composed of syllabic characters, ideograms, logograms, and semagrams. A number 
of the plausibly syllabic Linear A symbols are compatible with Linear B 
syllabograms. The idea of Linear B as a script partly derived from Linear A comes 
from this evidence. As mentioned, Linear B was a writing system adopted by the 
Mycenaeans (Indo-European population, speaking an archaic form of Ancient 
Greek, the Mycenaean Greek) when they invaded Crete (ca. 1450 BC), in order to 
transcribe their language. In 1952, Linear B was largely deciphered by Michael 
Ventris, with the cooperation of John Chadwick (cf. Chadwick 1967: passim), 
revealing to transcribe Ancient Greek. 
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ABSTRACT 


The aim of this paper is to provide a synthetic outline of the attempts so far 
produced by scholars in trying to decipher Linear A, an undeciphered Aegean writing 
system (dating back to the European Bronze Age), highlighting some still unanswered 
epistemological questions. Linear A documents (mainly clay tablets) come (predominantly) 
from the Mediterranean island of Crete and transcribe Minoan, an unknown language. 
Being the linguistic enigma behind this writing system not yet solved, new hermeneutic 
approaches could be able to shed some light on old Linear A’s interpretative problems. 

The paper is structured as an agile literature review on Linear A, followed by a 
series of old and new methodological questions on this Aegean writing system, involving 
the possible connection with Ancient Greek (through Linear B, the script transcribing 
Mycenaean Greek and plausibly derived — partly — from Linear A), Semitic hypotheses, 
theoretical parallels with the Cuneiform writing system, the idea of a grammatological 
macro-comparison, and the possible improvement of computational approaches to the 
Linear A corpus. 


Key words: Linear A, Aegean Writing Systems, Language Deciphering 
REZUMAT 


Scopul lucrarii de fata este acela de a prezenta sintetic incercarile cercetatorilor de a 
descifra sistemul de scriere Liniar A, un sistem egeean nedescifrat (datand din epoca 
europeana a bronzului), evidentiind o serie de intrebari epistemologice care inca nu au 
primit raspuns. Documentele Liniar A (in principal tablite de lut) provin (predominant) de 
pe insula mediteraneeana Creta si transcriu limba minoica, o limba necunoscuta. Enigma 
lingvistica din spatele acestui sistem de scriere inca nu a fost rezolvata, drept pentru care 
noile abordari hermeneutice ar putea aduce lumina asupra unora dintre problemele de 
interpretare ale sistemului Liniar A. 

Lucrarea este structurata ca o sinteza a cercetarilor privind Liniar A, urmata de o 
serie de intrebari metodologice vechi si noi privind acest sistem de scriere egeean, 
referitoare la posibila legatura cu greaca veche (prin Liniar B, sistemul de transcriere a 
limbii miceniene si posibil derivat — partial — din Liniar A), ipoteze semitice, paralele 
teoretice cu sistemul scrierii cuneiforme, ideea unei macro-comparatii gramatologice si 
posibila imbunatatire a abordarilor corpusului Liniar A din perspectiva lingvisticii 
computationale. 
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